BOSTON COLLEGE
BOISI
OWENS:
One of the fundamental premises in your book rests upon the idea that American national identity followed the establishment of its political institutions, as opposed to preceding them. You quote historian John Murrin about how our constitutional roof was built before our national walls. Could you elaborate a bit on that?
LACORNE: It's striking that, when it comes to Europe, the nation comes into existence at the same time as the state.. Usually the political regime coincides with the building of a nation (with the exception of course of Germany and Italy) In the United States, there is really a disconnect between the two. That's what I find fascinating in the American experience. Hence the validity of John Murrin's expression.
Of course it took over a century-and a civil war-to solidify the nation. It could have happened in Europe had, say, the revolutions of 1848 triumphed throughout Europe. You would have had political institutions first and then a new kind of Republic and a new type of nation in Germany, Italy, and so on and so forth. But it didn't quite happen that way and certainly not in the case of France, Britain or Spain. 
OWENS

OWENS:
You mentioned that you think elite opinion matters in shaping these narratives, and yet there's a disjunction at times between the elites' crafting of narratives and the actual realities that they are describing, because they are employed in the service of nation-building of some sort. Could you say a bit about the sort of challenges that arise to these narratives (of secularism or homogeneity, for example) over time? Then on the other side, and more in line with the New Puritan romantic narrative, there are very conservative justices like Rehnquist for instance, or today Thomas and Scalia, who do not believe in the separation of church and state and who would like to abolish it. They object to Jefferson's notion of a "wall of separation between church and state". They think it is the "wrong metaphor"-that's a quote from Rehnquist-and are very much opposed to that.
To further complicate the debate, besides separatists and anti-separatists, you have the accommodationists who in fact claim that there are circumstances where you can indeed have nativity scenes in the public space or the 10 Commandments in the public space, provided that it is next to other religious and secular symbols. If you have a Jewish Menorah next to a Christmas tree, then that's fine. If you have a nativity scene and an elephant and a clown, that passes muster because it's not just defending one church or the Christian tradition. Surprisingly, if you look at France-which is supposed to be the land of strict, rigid separation of church and state-there are a lot of accommodationists as well. One could illustrate this in looking at the way we created the French laïcité, but maybe that's a different topic.
What are the particular benefits and drawbacks of being a foreigner speaking about America? There is a long and distinguished history of French observers writing about the US; what does being a part of that tradition mean to your own scholarship?
LACORNE: I come from a secular society, but one which still has the reflexes of a Catholic country and where the Catholic culture remains very strong, even though the practice is very low. Paradoxically, it seems to me that 18th century Frenchmen and Americans understood each other better than 21st century Frenchmen and Americans, despite the proximity and despite the fact that we often travel to the United States. The most striking thing for me is not so much the agreements or disagreements on secularism. I think we both understand what it means; we both understand what separation of church and state means and state neutrality. In this domain, the two societies are very much alike.
But if you move towards the mid 19 th -century-when evangelicalism becomes predominant-the French don't understand it. Even Tocqueville doesn't understand it. Paradoxically, Tocqueville locates the point of departure of American democracy in New England with the Puritans-although it's an abstract conception of the Puritans-but when he visits camp meetings in the 1830s, he is horrified and he writes about evangelical sects the way Fanny Trollope writes about them, which I find very surprising.
That misunderstanding of evangelicalism still continues today. When a French journalist is repelled by all the references to religion in American political discourse, he or she blames it on the Puritans! The tendency is to say, oh, well, they're Puritan, they've always been Puritan, and that explains the strangeness of US politics. There is a complete lack of understanding of the complexity of religion in America and of religious pluralism and also a complete lack of understanding of the complexity of American politics, where not everyone is a member of the Christian Right or a Fundamentalist. So today we have this interesting debate between Rick Perry and Mitt Romney about the Mormon church that adds confusion to confusion, because we know nothing about Mormonism in France and it appears to be a very bizarre religion. Again, we are going to claim that Americans are crazy when in fact they're not; it's religious pluralism at its best and at its worst. It's true that there is a kind of underground religious war in American primaries, but this may have to do with the calendar of the primaries and caucuses. Iowa and South Carolina are two states where the evangelical vote matters a great deal. Six months from now, we may not talk about religion any more. In France we're having a first experience with primaries. The Socialist party is the first French party which has opted for a primary system to nominate its presidential candidate. But it is a very different system: a national primary with a short two week campaign: not enough time to talk about secularism or religious issues….
So are we so different, the French and Americans?
LACORNE: Yes and no. I would say, in many ways, you may be more strictly separatists than we are. A very simple example is that it's true that we French do not ban the cross or tablets of the 10 Commandments in the public space and how could we? The public space is so colonized by religious symbols and structures that have been present as far back as the Middle Ages that it would be absurd and counterproductive to ban crosses or religious monuments from the French public square. But we do ban the veil and we do ban the burqa. We do it when we face unfamiliar religions and practices that are disturbing for some of us. But in many ways you Americans are more separatist than we are, in the sense that you do not finance private religious schools with the limited exception of vouchers. We do. Since 1959, up to 80% of the cost of a religious education in France is supported by the state. So in many ways, there is more entanglement of church and state in France than in the United States, if you consider the question of education and private schools.
Thank you very much.
-End-
